From 20-24 July 2016, queer theatre creators, performance artists, producers, curators, academics, and administrators from across the country came together for five days in Vancouver at Q2Q: A Symposium on Queer Theatre and Performance in Canada. I was lucky enough to be one of those attending this historic event. The brainchild of SFU's Professor Peter Dickinson and the frank theatre company's Artistic Director Chris Gatchalian, Q2Q was Canada's first national conference on queer theatre and performance ever-which, if you think about it, is shocking, given the fact that Canada is the home to the world's largest and longest-running queer theatre, Toronto's Buddies in Bad Times. But then again, this is a big country, and while Canadian queer performance is pushing the artistic envelope and thriving, a lot of queer artists across the nation are working in isolation from each other. The conference was made up of panel discussions on a range of topics, staged play readings, and performances.
I travel a fair amount. I like running away from my ennui and calling it research, so I take off for art festivals-often queer ones-as often as I can. In 2015, I attended MIX NYC for the first time, which is an underground-ish, queer, experimental, nudity-friendly, sex-friendly film festival/week-long party in a warehouse in Brooklyn. Walking into MIX NYC, everyone was greeted by a huge sign that read, "We're family no matter what." I thought about that idea, "We're family no matter what," over the course of the five days at Q2Q for the same reason that I've been dragging my heels writing this article about the conference. When I said I'd write a piece about Q2Q for Canadian Theatre Review (CTR) I didn't realize that writing this piece would be like writing about a family Christmas with relatives you barely or never see, and who you often don't see eye-to-eye with, and how afterwards you're disoriented by the realization that the people who are your people can love you but also fail you. And instead of writing your piece for CTR you stay in bed and do a lot of anxiety-reducing masturbating.
Most attendees at Q2Q were linked by a love of performance and even more so by a sexual orientation/gender identity that exists outside of the statistical majority. But does that commonality make us family when everything else about us is so different? What about when questions of cultural appropriation and colonialism come up? What about questions surrounding accessibility for Deaf-community members? Do trans people feel safe in the space, and are their voices being heard? Within a queer conference, is mic time distributed fairly, or are there still voices, experiences, and viewpoints that take over and silence others? Given that all of us queers have experienced some kind of marginalization in our lives, you'd think we'd be deeply committed to dismantling oppressive forces such as white supremacy. But we aren't always, and in fact sometimes the fact that we have experienced marginalization gets held up as a shield against criticism and critique, the logic being, "How can I be oppressive if I am oppressed?!"
These types of contentions, between legitimate personal pain and blind spots for when we replicate harmful behaviours ourselves, were present throughout the conference, often surrounding topics of colonialism, racism, and cultural appropriation. Also present throughout the conference were tensions between different generations, with some older, more established, predominantly white artists pointing out that they were not being given credit or respect for the space they fought hard to create for queer performance, with some younger artists pointing out that the space that was fought for by older generations often only benefitted those who are white and those who are cis men. I say "point out" in both cases because my largest take-away from Q2Q was that two seemingly oppositional points can both be equally true. These dualities are in fact becoming the subject of immerging queer performance, with Toronto's Buddies in Bad Times running The Youth/ Elder Project to develop intergenerational work, and Vancouver's the frank theatre company recently running The Pink Line, which looked specifically at the experiences of people of colour within the queer community and racism within the queer community. Q2Q could not provide a safe or easy way out of these conversations because there are no safe and easy ways out of these fundamental, terrifying, and necessary conversations. But we're queer, and where we are frail we are also resilient. We have been thriving, and will keep thriving, in the absence of ease and safety-even when we queers make each other feel uneasy and unsafe. While honouring the truth that participating in Q2Q required a great deal of emotional labour and resilience from many speakers and attendees, the conference also presented enormous opportunities for artists to collaborate and connect. "Q2Q-121," for example, was a conference event in which ten emerging theatremakers got five minutes of one-on-one time with ten prominent artistic directors from across Canada. As one of those ten emerging artists I can tell you that without this opportunity that Q2Q created, I would have spent years trying to have coffee dates with the people I instead got to meet and pitch content to over the space of an hour.
During one of the conference panels, Cole Alvis, a theatre creator of Métis-Irish heritage, shared that the future does not lie in decolonialism because decolonialism is not possible. No one is getting back on boats and leaving this land. Instead, Cole offered that a healthier future, for everyone, lies in indigenizing our spaces and practices. I am a white, genderqueer artist, and I often feel helpless, and as if I am the source of harm, when the topic of colonialism comes up. While that feeling of helplessness, distrust of, and disgust with my own skin is not something I run away from, since most theatre and performance environments are predominantly white, I do ask myself if I am adding to the problem every time my work gets funded or programmed. That conflict between personal ambition and public responsibility is mine to wrestle with, but Cole's offer at Q2Q did make me understand a way in which we as a performance community, and as queer community, could move forward together rather than as factions.
On the note of looking at what is often overlooked when we think about creating inclusive spaces, I believe that queer performance spaces and programs need to more actively discuss and address class, and the act of sex itself. For many of us, being queer is about who and how we fuck. For many of us, who and how we fuck has divorced us from our birth families and being passed any wealth or support through our birth families. That is one of the reasons I have a high school diploma and a night school certificate in screenwriting rather than a Master's Degree. Poverty is part of the queer experience. What it feels like when my fist and forearm disappear inside another queer cunt is part of the queer experience. I would like future iterations of Q2Q to offer sex itself, sex work (which is a very traditional form of queer labour), and class as discussion points worthy of panels.
Present throughout the conference were admissions from several participants that they weren't sure they were "queer enough" to have a place at Q2Q. When I came out as a queer theatremaker I came out as bisexual, which I define as attraction to the same gender as my own as well as attraction to other genders. Biphobia is rampant in the queer community, and so it was deeply surprising to me to hear a number of conference participants echo the insecurities I've personally had to work through, of not knowing if one is queer enough to call themselves queer. Which again brings me back to the powerful phrase, "We're family no matter what." Maybe all of us queer theatre creators, performance artists, producers, curators, academics, and administrators across Canada right now aren't a family. This being the first time Q2Q has been held, maybe we simply don't know each other well enough to call each other kin. Maybe we haven't yet figured out how to honour the biographies of our personal struggles while also recognizing the systemic advantages our identities give us. Maybe "we're family no matter what" cannot be a statement of current fact but can be an aspiration for the future.
What I have written about Q2Q: A Symposium on Queer Theatre and Performance in Canada is the very tip of the iceberg of what transpired over the course of an intense and essential five days. I urge you to check out the conference's website, which includes descriptions of all the panels, play readings, and performances that took place, as well as papers from the attending panelists at q2qconference.com/.
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